whether responses to open-ended questions tap the "salient" or "superficial" concerns of respondents.' In an experiment, the presence of salient and superficial information can be manipulated, allowing one to determine whether open-ended questions reflect attitudes that are important to respondents. I relied on undergraduates as subjects, which, of course, limits the generalizability of these findings. But given the many threats to internal validity that might arise in distinguishing between salient and superficial comments, an initial experiment on students becomes an attractive way to test these rival claims.
The Experiment
This experiment was based on 106 students from a class in statistics in the fall of 1989 at Arizona State University. The first task in running the experiment was to distinguish between important and superficial (or "nonsalient") information. Rather than arbitrarily deciding what information was salient, I conducted a pre-test on September 19 (2 weeks prior to the experiment) that asked these students to rate the importance of 21 issues, ranging from construction of new prisons to abortion. (The questions were part of a wide-ranging survey that sought to avoid sensitizing subjects to the subsequent experiment.) Specifically, I inquired whether students viewed the issue as "not at all important, not very important, somewhat important, very important, or haven't you thought much about it." As one might guess, issues such as welfare spending, taxes, education, drugs were all viewed as important by the students. In each case, over 50 percent of the students rated these issues as "very important." In contrast, only about 10 percent of the students considered issues like construction of prisons, price supports for dairy farmers, and foreign aid "very important. "
Using this information as a basis, I constructed two articles for students to read about George Bush (see Appendix). I chose to focus on Bush, since nearly all students were likely to have some preexisting opinions about him. The information in the experiment, therefore, would be only one part of their general knowledge about the president, allowing one to estimate the possible effects of the articles in the face of those preexisting attitudes.
The first article stated that Bush had increased spending for drug enforcement, proposed lowering federal taxes, cut spending for education, lowered spending for social-welfare programs, and increased the size of the defense budget. These issues were considered salient. The second article highlighted nonsalient issues; namely, that Bush had increased government spending for farmers, lowered aid to the Third World, cut spending for the construction of new prisons, trimmed the FBI's budget, and increased spending for the United Nations. These articles, as the Appendix shows, were identical in form except for the five issues embedded in the second paragraph of each story.2 For purposes of control, I drafted one additional article, which had nothing to do with George Bush. Instead, it talked about some activi-2. In an effort to strengthen the external validity of the study, students were told that Bush was a likely presidential candidate in 1992 and in anticipation of that event one of the wire services wrote a story about Bush's accomplishments in his first 9 months in office. The purpose of this article was, therefore, to prepare citizens for the upcoming presidential campaign. I randomly distributed the three articles to the students.3 To prevent subjects from knowing the articles were different, there was a cover sheet asking them not to open the survey. Once all surveys were distributed, students turned the page and read the article. After reading it, they ripped the article from the packet and passed it in. This exercise served as a minor distractor for the students. It also lessened the chance they might notice that other students were reading different material. Finally, by handing in the article, students could not refer to that material when answering the open-ended questions in the latter part of the survey.
As an additional distractor, students answered six closed-ended questions about state politics. These questions dealt with attitudes toward the governor, the ex-governor, the upcoming gubernatorial election, and some local issues. These six questions had the additional benefit of decreasing the chances the students would guess the objective of the experiment; thus, reducing "demand characteristics" (Orne 1962 ).
In the next part of the survey, I asked students to answer the NES's open-ended questions about George Bush,4 encouraging them to write as many comments as they wanted. As the final part of the survey, students answered a set of questions that tested whether they could recall accurately the information contained in the article they had just read about 20 minutes ago. Some of the nonsalient information may not have been stored in memory by students, making it impossible for them to use it when answering the open-ended questions about Bush. By asking students to recall Bush's position on each of the five issues in the article, one could test for that possibility. Those students who read about the activities at the university also answered five recall questions so as to make each survey comparable.
Once the participants completed the surveys, I developed a coding scheme for the responses to the open-ended questions about Bush.
3. I conducted an analysis of variance on political interest, age, sex, race, and partisanship of the three groups and no statistically significant differences emerged for these variables, bolstering one's confidence that the randomization was effective. 4. The wording of the questions is as follows: Is there anything in particular about George Bush that might make you want to vote for him? Is there anything in particular about George Bush that might make you want to vote against him? First, I created categories that dealt with the 10 issues that had been mentioned in the two articles about the president. Any mention that dealt broadly with one of the 10 topics I treated as one of those issues.5 Thus, students were not required to repeat exactly what appeared in the articles. Those comments that did not address the 10 issues mentioned in the article were coded into separate categories. Table 1 reports the mean number of responses per student in each of the three groups for the 10 issues discussed in the two articles about George Bush.6 In the first part of the table, it is clear that the responses of students exposed to salient issues were affected. For instance, the mean number of comments per respondent concerning defense policy was .57 for those who had read about Bush's proposal concerning the military's budget. In contrast, those students exposed to information about the university mentioned defense spending just .11 times per respondent. The same pattern holds for each of the five issues: the group exposed to the salient information made more comments about the topic than the other two groups. Only in the case of economic concerns were the differences not large enough to be statistically significant (p < .05).7
Results
The second part of table 1 clearly shows, however, that those people exposed to the nonsalient information made almost no comments about any of the five issues. Not a single student, for instance, mentioned 5. As a very rough indication of coding reliability, I randomly coded 10 interviews on a separate sheet of paper, noting only the last four digits of the students' social security number. One week later I content analyzed the entire set of responses, comparing the coding for same 10 interviews.
Of the 33 open-ended comments, only two comments were coded differently, and they involved issues outside of the 10 mentioned in the two articles. Given the strength of these results, I did not undertake a more systematic check. 6. I examined the differences between the three groups for issues not listed in table 1, such as the environment, the "flag," and concerns about personal characteristics. No statistically significant differences arose in any of the issues I examined. 7. Table 1 only presents the F-test to determine if differences between the three groups are statistically significant. One could, however, argue that by comparing all three groups at once, some important differences between any two of the groups could be obscured. To test for this possibility, I ran statistical tests comparing the responses of the "salient" information group to the "nonsalient" information group and the "salient" information group to the group receiving no political information. These tests turned up only two statistical differences from that in table 1. First, mentions about Bush's drug policy did not reach statistical significance (p = .66) when comparing the "salient" information group to the "other" information group. Second, the total number of comments made by the "salient" information group were larger than that of the "nonsalient" information group at p = .05. (Smith 1989 ), they are assuming that "recent" information cannot be important to people's attitudes. Such an assumption seems unreasonable. The purpose of campaigns, for instance, is to saturate voters with propaganda in the hope they will support their candidate on election day. The data presented here show quite strongly that these students did not react to every piece of information that they read. Rather they responded to only part of it, and those parts were issues that had been deemed by them as a collectivity to be important.
The final implication of this article concerns the concept of "priming." Iyengar and Kinder (1987, p. 63) demonstrate that "by calling attention to some matters while ignoring others, television news influences the standards by which governments, presidents, policies and candidates for public office are judged." The results presented here indicate that newspapers can also prime attitudes, which bolsters their argument. Interestingly, these results also suggest that the impact of priming may depend on the inherent importance of the issue being discussed by the news media. That is, the news media probably can prime attitudes about the economy more readily than attitudes about the construction of new prisons.
These results, of course, are only a first step toward developing a sounder empirical base for assessing the ability of open-ended questions to measure public opinion. The evidence presented here is narrow in focus, indicating that much more work needs to be done. But the results question the claims of critics that open-ended questions tap just superficial concerns, suggesting these questions can be useful in our efforts to assess public opinion. These questions are not without their flaws, but given the quest of survey researchers to estimate the views of citizens as accurately as possible, perhaps pollsters should be more willing to include open-ended questions in future surveys of public opinion.
WHAT HAS GEORGE BUSH DONE?
George Bush has been in office a little over 9 months, but all ready visions of the 1992 Presidential Elections are dancing in his head. Even though the election is three years away, candidates for the presidency must already begin to organize their campaign. While potential contenders plot their strategies, we have decided to help the potential voters of 1992 by reviewing some of Bush's proposals and actions over the last nine months. Not every action will be covered here, but we have chosen to mention things that might have gone unnoticed by the public.
First, Bush has increased Government spending for farmers by 10 percent since taking office. During this same time, Bush has sought to lower the amount of Government subsidies for Third World nations by 6 percent over the next two years. A third action by Bush is that he has lessened Government spending for construction of new prisons by 9 percent over the next three years. Fourth, Bush has sought to lower Government spending for the FBI by 8 percent for next year's budget. Finally, Bush plans to increase Government spending for the United Nations by 5 percent for the 1991-92 budget.
Bush will, of course, continue to adopt and propose policies over the next three years. And at regular intervals, we shall try to bring these matters to the attention of our readers. In this way, citizens too can organize as the next presidential election approaches.
Article 3: Other Information Group
As undergraduates at ASU, you have certain opinions about how the university is run. Below is an article about ASU released by the upper administration of the University. I would like you to read the article, thinking about its accuracy.
SOME REFLECTIONS ON ASU
Arizona State University is one of the fastest growing schools in the nation. At present there are over 40,000 students. By the year 2000, some experts think enrollment will swell to 60,000. Given this growth, the administration wants to emphasize certain things about the University. First, the administration cares about the quality of life at ASU and will continue to adopt policies directed toward that goal. Second, the administration contends that the undergraduate student body at ASU helps make the time here a good experience, and therefore more effort must be expended in attracting a talented and diverse set of undergraduates. Third, ASU is a tough school to do well in and thus does not deserve the reputation as a "party" school. Fourth, the faculty are generally good scholars who try to teach quality courses. Fifth, the size of the classes needs to be a lot smaller so there can be more interaction with the faculty, requiring additional resources to lessen the number of students in each class.
Thus, as long as ASU receives the funding necessary to support its growth, there is good reason to believe that ASU's reputation will grow as fast as its enrollment.
